8	THE BAGHDAD AIR MAIL
the Jordan Valley, is chiefly marked by deeply cut gorges
all running westward towards the Jordan and the Dead
Sea. The intervening hills look like nothing so much
as a mass of giant barnacles, scarred and eroded, stark
and gaunt. The biggest of these gorges is that of the
Wadi Seil el Mojeb, the River Arnon of the Bible. The
plateau itself is composed mostly of limestone rock, large
areas of which are very thinly covered with an apology
for surface soil The soil is sufficient, however, to
support a shabby growth of all sorts of grasses and scrub
and bushes bearing sharp thin spines, called camel-thorn,
which often reach a height of 3 and 4 feet. During the
winter time, when it rains, the vegetation becomes quite
vigorous and green looking, and affords good grazing
for camels, but in the height of summer it withers to a
faded drab colour. On the edge of civilization, such as
the country round Amman, there is a settled agricultural
population and there are fairly good-looking wheat-fields.
The surface of the plateau consists of gently rolling
uplands, with now and then a steepish cliff-side, or some
sharp isolated hills. But the hardness of aspect of the
desert does not come so much from its actual contours
as from its barrenness. If, for instance, it were covered
with soft green grass and sweet-smelling herbs, like
Salisbury Plain, in many parts I hardly think you would
be sensible of much difference.
If you go east from Amman, one of the first valleys
that you come to is the valley of Azrak, the floor of which
is 1,700 feet above sea level. Here there are a series
of springs, which in winter time develop into quite a
large lake. Azrak means "blue," and the name is an
appropriate one. The quality of the blue of the pools
of Azrak is that of lapis lazuli set in the pewter or amber

